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“Be careful!” Will’s mother admonished as he rushed past her, her voice low and anxious. 

Will paid no heed to her with all the confidence of his twelve years. Besides, he knew she wasn’t asking him to be careful of his safety. She didn’t want him to trample any of her flowers as he ran. He had done that once, and been punished, when he was eight. His father had been angry with her, and they had had a fight. Will couldn’t remember his parents talking after that. Not that they had talked much before, except to fight, but after that day even the fights had ceased. That should have gladdened him, but it didn’t. He lived with two people who hated each other so much they couldn’t stand to even look at each other. Or him.  

The thoughts made him sad, but today was not a day for sorrow. King Lewis was visiting Will’s father. The Knights of the Light would be accompanying them and Will hoped the King would bring his son, Nigel, Will’s cousin. The King’s late wife had been Will’s aunt, his mother’s sister. Will’s father had been a Knight of the Light under King Lewis’ father. All this Will knew. A Knight of the Light was what Will wanted to be when he grew up. 

“Young Lord.” A guard saluted as he ran past them. “They won’t be here for two hours at least, and it’s cold up in the ramparts.”

“Warriors don’t fear cold!” Will shouted as he reached the staircase and started running up. “We don’t fear anything!”

By the time he reached the top, he was warm, and panting slightly. The captain of his father’s guards quirked an eyebrow.

“Anxious, are we?” Harlan asked, but made no objections as Will leaned over the ramparts, trying to get a view. Though tall for his age, Will had to stand on tiptoe and crane his neck to get his eye just above the parapet. 

“Excited!” Will shot back. This was his domain more than the Keep. The ramparts and the grounds, the woods bordering the keep, were all familiar to him. By now, he knew to keep away from the gardens and certain parts of the Keep. 

No one would bother him here, however, and his father’s men left him alone. More than that, they seemed to like having him around.

“Here,” Harlan brought a low stool. “Stand on that. You’re lucky I’m not reporting you to Lord Gaislet.”

As if his father would care.

Will didn’t speak the thought aloud. No matter how close he was to Harlan and the rest of his soldiers, he couldn’t discuss his father with him. Or his mother, or the problems his parents had. That was one reason he wanted Nigel. He could talk to Nigel. He was family. Nigel made him feel less alone. 

Will climbed on to the school. “Thank you, Harlan,” he said. “When do you think they’ll be here?”

“At least an hour,” Harlan said. “You’re not planning to stay here till then, are you?”

“Why not?” Will asked. “Not like I have anything else to do.”

“Your father will probably expect you by his side to welcome the guests.”

That was true anyway. Still, he wouldn’t want Will there a moment longer than needed. Will knew how it normally went. That was what usually enabled him to make his escape once the initial formalities were done. His father never noticed his absence any more than he did his presence. 

“Plenty of time for that,” Will said, not looking at Harlan.

Harlan’s hand came to rest on his shoulder, squeezing slightly. Will accepted the comfort, knowing it for what it was. Harlan wouldn’t ask Will anything anymore than Will would tell him, but it was his way of letting Will know that he cared. 

“You better go before he sends someone to look for you,” Harlan said softly.

That too had happened only once. His father’s punishment was no worse than his mother’s, but it was made worse by the fact that no one seemed to care. At least, his father intervened whenever his mother punished him. His mother never seemed to care what happened to him. 

What is wrong with me that neither of them wants me?

He climbed down from the stool, and gave Harlan a small smile. The day seemed to have dimmed. Likely, Nigel wouldn't even come, and Will would be alone and bored out of his mind. He made his way downstairs, his steps dragging. He was sure the soldiers were looking at him with pity in their eyes. He wanted to hide, and also to hold his head high as he walked down, pretend it didn’t affect him, but he couldn’t. What was the point anyway? Everyone living in the Keep already knew. 

He made his way back to the Keep, and to his room without running into either of his parents. He sat at his window, staring out. He wished he knew why his parents didn’t care for him or for each other. He wished he knew why his mother cared more for the gardens than for him. He wished he knew why his father kept taking strange men and women to his room so openly, knowing full well the gossip it might give rise to. If Will had noticed, the adults in the Keep would have too. 

He already knew why those people were there. His tutors didn’t believe in evading his questions. The clinical explanations they gave actually made him feel better about what his father was doing. It was a biological need, just like eating and drinking. Will could understand that. And yet, he wished his father would be more circumspect. 

A knock on the door, and his valet entered. “Young lord,” he bowed. “It is time for you to get dressed.”

Will nodded. He could dress himself, but this was a special occasion. The King was visiting and his father would want him to look his best. He hardly paid any attention to his clothes as he was led to the front hall to await the King at his father’s side. His mother was there too, surprisingly. But then, she had always liked King Lewis. Most people did. 

Will tried not to fidget or mess with his hair or the too tight collar of his shirt. His father wouldn’t like it if he disarranged anything. When he heard the horns in the distance, he stood up straight. After what seemed an interminable amount of time, the doors to the halls were pulled open and the herald announced the King in strident tones.

Will couldn’t stop the smile that threatened to split his face as he saw that Nigel was indeed there. His eyes went over the Knights, stopping at a man he had never seen before. He was young, dark haired, complexioned and had purple eyes. Will looked at Harlan, standing stiff behind his father.

“Who’s that?” he whispered to him. “The Knight walking beside Nigel.”

“Duncan Ferost.” Harlan whispered back, his posture not changing in the slightest. “He was made a Knight only a year back, the youngest ever. He was only eighteen then.”

Will nodded, something within him soaring in hope. If this Duncan could be a Knight at eighteen, Will could be too. He wouldn’t need to live here anymore. He could go to the capital, and stay with Nigel and his father.

He focussed his attention on the guests as his father greeted the King, followed by his mother. 

“And how is our favourite nephew?” King Lewis’ black eyes were warm as they rested on Will who bowed as he had been taught, still smiling.

“Welcome to Gaislet Keep, Your Majesty.” he said. 

“None of that, now.” the King placed a hand on his shoulder, smiling. “Call us uncle. We are, you know.”

“He is honoured,” Will’s father said. “But it would be hardly proper.”

“Fuck proper,” the King said with no change in his tone, still amicable, but there was steel underneath. His father’s face darkened, and he bowed his head. The King turned to Will. “Why don’t you show Nigel to his room, Will?”

“I would be happy to,” Will bowed again, skipping on all forms of address. 
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Duncan watched the exchange between King Lewis and the young Gaislet heir with some amusement. He was aware of how Nigel was bouncing on his feet next to him. The young prince was far less well behaved than his cousin. But then, he didn’t have a stickler like Lord Gaislet for his father. Duncan felt pity for the young boy, but he held it in check. It was not his place, after all. 

He stood to attention as the King told his nephew to take Nigel to his rooms. 

“Duncan.” The King smiled at him. “Go with them. Keep them safe.”

Duncan bowed. As the youngest and newest Knight in the Order, he was given the duty to protect Prince Nigel. It was no sinecure, but Duncan enjoyed it. Nigel was enterprising and spirited and Duncan adored him. Nigel might be the prince, but to Duncan he was like a younger brother, and he would give his life for the child. He gave the other child a small smile as he gave him a startled glance.

“Will, this is Duncan,” Nigel said as soon as they were in a corridor adjoining the hall and out of earshot of everyone else. There were guards in the corridor, dressed in the livery of the Gaislets, so Duncan gave Will a bow. “Duncan, this is Will, my cousin.”

“Young lord,” Duncan said, smiling.

Will gave him a shy smile. “Knight Duncan.”

Something within Duncan ached at the sight of that smile. He had no idea why. Somehow, he knew that Will was not a happy child despite how cared for he looked. Unlike Nigel whose eyes sparkled with good cheer and mischief, there was something reserved in Will’s eyes. 

Will led them to a flight of stairs and four stories later, even Duncan was beginning to feel a bit winded. It was a mortifying realisation. 

“I keep forgetting how big this place is,” Nigel panted. “The palace isn’t half as large.”

“It is larger,” Duncan said. “You just don’t like climbing stairs.”

“Just one more flight,” Will said, smiling. “Father doesn’t think children should be on the same floor as the adults.”

Nor anywhere near them. Duncan didn’t like it. It was almost like Lord Gaislet had tucked Will away as far away from the main body of the Keep as possible. Why did the man even have a child if he didn’t want him? Duncan tamped down on his anger. He was being presumptuous. It was not his place to judge Lord Gaislet or how he treated his son. He didn’t even know either of them. He was just assuming things.

The room that Will led Nigel into was large and well appointed. Duncan checked the windows and the balcony. There were no trees or creepers growing near it. The balustrade was smooth white stone, just like the walls. No one would be able to climb on to the balcony, and the children wouldn’t be able to climb out. The windows had ornamental grilles which could not be opened. 

He checked the rest of the room. No one was hiding anywhere, there were no hidden rooms or panels. The room was safe, and spacious enough. The furniture all had rounded edges and the large four poster looked comfortable. 

“Satisfied?” Nigel asked with an air of infinite patience.

“Brat.” Duncan smiled. “I need to make sure you are safe, you know.”

The thick wooden doors to the room were closed, and so he could speak familiarly to the child. There was no one to carry tales to the King or to Will’s father. 

Nigel laughed as he jumped on to the bed. “Come on Will. Don’t mind Duncan. He isn’t a tattletale.”

Will climbed in after his cousin, eyes shining, the child he was, peeking out, and Duncan had an irrational wish to make sure that sparkle stayed in Will’s eyes. 

“I’ll just be outside,” he said. “Call if you need anything.”

The guards have him a curious glance as he stepped outside and took his position opposite the door.

“Aren’t you supposed to stay inside with them?” One of them asked, a large man with a moustache and a beard that covered most of his face. He had small beady eyes which were sharp. 

“I’m supposed to ensure their safety,” Duncan said. They heard squeals of laughter from within. Warmth bloomed in Duncan’s chest as he recognised Will’s laughter. “They sound safe enough.”

“I’m glad the prince is here,” the other guard said softly. He was older, with a weathered face, and mostly devoid of facial hair. “I haven’t heard the young master laugh like that in a while.”

“Not much to laugh about over here,” the large guard muttered with a furtive glance at Duncan and around. 

Duncan hadn’t meant to speak, but he couldn’t stop the words. “He seems like a well-behaved child.”

“He is when the lord is around,” the older guard chuckled. “He can be an imp, but it is good to hear him laugh that way. He gets up to all kinds of mischief, but there’s no one to share it with, you know. No one who enjoys it or tells him off or warns him. No one who even notices.”

“You seem to,” Duncan said.

“We don’t count, do we?” the other guard shrugged. “Child like that, he needs more than servants who care about him.”

Duncan didn’t want to listen or speak, a consuming rage rising within him. It was unreasonable. Will was not his responsibility. He had met the child only that day. He shouldn’t feel this strongly. 

He stared at the door, wishing he could go in there and hug Will till every bit of unhappiness in those eyes vanished. 


Three
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Will was up at dawn and grinned as he remembered Nigel was there. He would be leaving the next day, but today he was still there. So was Duncan. Duncan had been teaching them both how to fight ever since he had learned that Will wanted to be a Knight. Will’s weapons training was due to start when he was thirteen, but Duncan had told him it was better to start early. Nigel’s had started when he was seven. 

He sneaked into his cousin’s room. It was not hard at all. From his own balcony, he could climb down a ways and there was a parapet through which he could walk and then climb up till he reached Nigel’s balcony. Duncan had been upset when he had found Will sneaking in the first morning. Now he kept the balcony doors closed during nights, but opened them at dawn so Will could enter. 

All Will knew of Knights had come from books and watching his uncle’s men from afar. Duncan was not like any of them. He wasn’t aloof or arrogant. He didn’t talk funny and he certainly didn’t bow and simper to Nigel. He behaved formally when they were in public, but when it was only the three of them, he was friendly. Will was conscious of a twinge of jealousy when he thought of it. Duncan was friendly to Will, but he was so fond of Nigel. Nigel too treated him like an older brother than a Knight charged with his protection.

The only thing Will didn’t like about Duncan was how seriously he took his duties. There was no escaping him. All their usual games were under his watchful eyes. There was no sneaking away to the woods without Duncan finding out and following them. He always seemed to know exactly where they were. It was slightly annoying even though Duncan never interfered in what they did. He didn’t ask them to be careful when they swung from the vines in the woods and climbed to the top of the trees. He didn’t stop them from going into the creek or from exploring caves. He was just there all the time.

Will had tried explaining there was no danger there, that he did this all the time, that it was safer than the Keep, and Duncan had listened gravely and agreed, but added apologetically that he had to do his duty. He was a Knight, after all. Will knew that duty was a big thing for the Knights, but he had hoped that was one of those things Duncan wasn’t a stickler for, but apparently not.

Duncan had magic too. Strong magic. He had made Nigel stay in the air for a while that one time he had lost his grip, and had fallen from a tree. Will couldn’t wait till the day he could claim his own magic. He had asked Duncan about his magic, but the Knight had been evasive. 

For all that, Will still liked Duncan and he was grinning widely as he climbed up to Nigel’s balcony. The season was changing and there was some dew on the balustrade, making it slippery. Will had navigated such before, and he caught hold and swung himself up. A pair of hands caught him and lifted him on to the balcony.

“It is dangerous,” Duncan said. “You could just knock at the door, you know.”

“I don’t want anyone to know I’m up,” Will said. He had no lessons since Nigel was there, but if anyone learned he was in the habit of getting up at dawn, his lessons would start early. His father wouldn’t understand why Will should sneak off the grounds at dawn and roam the woods. 

“His highness is still asleep,” Duncan said, his voice low as he led Will into the bedroom. “You will have to wait. I cannot leave him.”

“We can go into the sitting room,” Will offered. “Have you ever been to war, Duncan?”

Duncan shook his head, smiling. “We are not at war with anyone. I have been in a minor battle though. Earlier this year, the army of Besdin thought they could try and infiltrate Abertil through the lorddom of Ferain. I was part of that battle.”

He steered Will into the sitting room as he talked. Will plopped on to one of the large chairs. 

“And?” he prompted. “Did we win? Was it glorious?”

“We won,” Duncan said, and there was this strange expression on his face as if he was sad. “Someone would call it glorious.”

“What would you call it?” Will asked.

Duncan gave him an apologetic smile. “An unnecessary waste of life.”

Will frowned. “Why is that?”

Duncan shook his head, but remained silent. 

“You think I won’t understand because I’m a child,” Will said, correctly interpreting the gesture.

Duncan sat on a low stool opposite him so their eyes were level. “You are a child, Will. It is not because I don’t think you won’t understand. In fact, you understand more than most adults, but that doesn’t make you an adult. There are things that children ought to be protected from, and this is one of them.”

He was leaning forward, and his expression was earnest. 

“Telling me about a battle?” Will was puzzled.

“Telling you why I don’t like battles,” Duncan said softly, his expression turning sad again. “I do have some honour.”

Honour. Will had forgotten about the Knights’ honour. 

“Oh,” he said. “If it is a matter of honour, then all right.” He paused. “The other Knights discuss war, you know. They talk of how they have killed enemies, and set fire to villages.”

“And where have you heard all that?” There was a frown on Duncan’s face.

“The dining hall. My father doesn’t notice that I’m there, and neither do the Knights. If the King sees me, he would ask me to leave, so I know to hide from him. No one else notices.”

Duncan looked angry, as he said. “They don’t notice you?”

His voice was low, but there was something dangerous about it. Will couldn’t help flinch away. The voice might have been low, but the tone had been furious. By now, Will knew not to anger adults. His father’s men had never hurt him, but his father had, and his mother too, and Will didn’t want to take a chance. 

Now, I’ve angered Duncan too.

Duncan looked sad again. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice earnest. “Will, I’m so sorry. I’m not angry at you, I swear on my honour. I was angry that–” He shook his head. “Never mind. I’m not angry at you. I can never be.”

Will believed him. He didn’t know why, but he believed him. He looked down because his eyes prickled and he didn’t want Duncan to see him cry.

“Will?” Duncan asked softly. “Do you want a hug?”

Will nodded, and he buried his tearful his face in Duncan’s shoulder as Duncan hugged him. 
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Hue swam, the penguins keeping pace with her with no apparent effort. She laughed softly as one of them glided underneath her and tried to use its flippers to upset her balance. Hue was not a daughter of the ocean for nothing, however, and she dived under and swam back to the surface as if nothing had happened, her blue hair plastered to her face. The penguins chittered, and she laughed. 

“All’s fair,” she said, her magic lending her strength and agility as she reached the final stretch. The fortress of ice loomed in front of her, no breaks anywhere. Hue did not slow down and went through it as if it were air, the penguins following her.

She could see the docks of the city, and Kenila standing there, her arms akimbo, a pout on her face, her green hair streaming behind her. She relaxed her posture as Hue reached the docks, bending down to offer her a hand. Hue took it to pull herself up, and sat on the wooden platform, wringing out her hair.

“Do you know how long I’ve been waiting?” Kenila asked. 

“I’m sorry,” Hue smiled at her cousin and best friend. “Time just got away from me.”

One of the penguins bumped her leg and she patted it on the head almost absently. Kenila chuckled. 

“Look at you,” She smiled, fondness evident. “Being with the protectors as if you’re one of them. They won’t even let our grandmother touch them, but they just love you.”

“I love them too,” Hue said, sober. “I am conscious of the honour they do me by letting me swim with them.”

“Well, you’re the heir to the throne, the next Queen of the Oceans, so it’s only natural.” Kenila shrugged.

It was not that simple and they both knew it, but they also knew better than to talk as if Hue was more beloved of the guardians than her grandmother who was the Queen. As it was, her grandmother didn’t like Hue spending time with Kenila. Hue could well imagine her reaction if she learned Hue spent her time gallivanting with the protectors. For some reason, her grandparents were both too touchy and too overprotective when it came to her. Hue supposed it had something to do with losing her mother so unexpectedly. 

“I won’t be anything till I turn twenty anyway,” Hue shrugged. She had magic of her own, but twenty was the age when she would inherit the magic of the Ruler of the Oceans, the magic that vested in her grandmother now. The magic of her bloodline had become hers at seventeen, but everyone was awaiting her twentieth birthday though it was still years away.

“Only one more year,” Kenila said bracingly. “At least, the old crone can’t stop us from meeting once you’re Queen.”

“I don’t get why she’s so against it,” Hue sighed as she blew off a strand of hair that was getting in her face. “Ugh, I need to wash my hair before all the salt ruins it.”

“She just doesn’t like Dad,” Kenila said morosely. “I don’t know why.”

Neither did Hue. Her uncle wasn’t a bad person, and it was not like he wasn’t a dutiful son either. For some reason, her grandmother refused to even allow him entry into the palace except officially. It was more due to Hue’s own stubbornness that her grandmother had accepted with some ill grace her friendship with Kenila. 

Even that wasn’t as easy as it had been when they were children. As they grew up, they could no longer ignore their grandmother’s barbed words, her open hostility towards her son and all her other grandchildren except Hue. What seemed exciting at one time had begun to be a strain on them both. They had to meet like this, in the docks, or other out of the way places, and they were no longer at an age to pretend adventures. 

The lessons Hue had and the lessons Kenila had were also different, except for basics and weapons, and there was no getting away from the fact that Hue was being groomed to be the next Queen while Kenila would be nothing but another warrior.

None of which mattered to Hue, but she could understand Kenila’s reservations. The easy familiarity they enjoyed would be a thing of the past, no matter how much they might want otherwise, once she ascended the throne. The Knights of the Ocean were a people set in their ways, and their traditions were as immovable as the fortress of ice that surrounded their kingdom. 

“Let’s go,” Kenila said. “I found a new book that you might enjoy.”

It was one of the few things they still had in common, books of adventure and romance, stories that featured landdwellers as well as the people of the ocean. Hue knew that her grandparents wouldn’t approve of her choice of reading material, and they would likely blame Kenila for Hue’s predilection for stories about landdwellers. The reverse was actually true. It was Hue who had drawn Kenila into those tales, and now, they both enjoyed it.

“Have you thought of what it would mean to have a magic soul?” Hue asked as they walked to the library. Her hair had dried in the breeze, but she knew she would need to wash it soon. She just didn’t want to cut short her time with her cousin.

“It is likely landdwellers’ nonsense.” Kenila said dismissively. “There is no mention of it in our records or histories.”

Hue said nothing, but her mind had gone through paths best not trodden. Magic souls were said to be the perfect matches, the choice made by magic itself and blessed by the Gods. They could be anyone, and if so, then how was the ocean people to find their magic souls since they never left their kingdom? She knew better than to speak the words out loud however, especially within the city. 

When she was eleven, Hue had asked her grandmother about magic souls, and the old woman had gone rigid.

“Never speak to me of that landdweller abomination again!” she had said, her face livid and her frame shaking. Hue had taken a step back in fear, but her grandmother had lunged forward to grip her arm hard enough that she winced. “Promise me!”

“I promise!” she had whimpered, and true to it, had never again asked her grandmother about it, seeking answers in books instead. In those days, Kenila had been as enthusiastic as Hue, though now she seemed to think them something made up by landdwellers. Yet, Hue knew it was no tale. After all, the story of the Aberium was testament to the fact that magic souls existed. 

Yet, she had a feeling that neither her cousin nor her grandparents would like it if she pointed it out.
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Nigel hugged will. It was so difficult to say goodbye to him. He wished he could take Will with him, but he was certain Will’s father wouldn’t permit it, even if his own did. Even if his uncle was somehow convinced to part with his son, Will would likely mope away from the woods and the freedom he enjoyed in the Keep. No one was likely to be so lackadaisical in the royal palace as to let the two of them run around like wildlings. Still, he wished he could take Will with him. Since that was an impossibility, the least he could do was pester his father to bring him along when he came on his infrequent visits to Gaislet. For all that, every time he left, it had felt like he was abandoning Will. 

Will gave him a warm smile. “Write to me, all right?”

“Sure,” Nigel grinned. “You too.”

Neither of them was good at correspondence despite their love for books and reading, a love they indulged separately since their tastes differed wildly. Will was interested in magic and sorcery, history, and tales of adventures whereas Nigel’s tastes revolved around science, statecraft and tales of Kings. History might have been a shared interest, but Will was interested in the history of magic and Nigel in the history of lands. 

For all that, both of them found writing to each other a chore. They weren’t gifted with words and all their letters felt
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